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Abstract
The gradual departure of heavy industry from Geelong over the last 30 years has 
left a legacy of forgotten places and an urban identity marooned between fading 
industrial modernism and an uncertain post-modern world. The rigor mortis of heavy 
manufacturing has been accompanied by rhetoric of despair about the city’s future. Amid 
planning approaches focusing on the oft-competing ends of city-centre revitalisation 
and sprawling suburban growth, the defunct spaces of Geelong’s industrial past are 
providing an unlikely crucible for renewed optimism, borne from grassroots creativity. 
This flourishing of creative expression in gritty spaces is a meeting of history, heritage and 
artistic endeavour that presents the palimpsest of the city writ large; creating unexpected 
connections between people and places once thought lost in the ethereal whispers of 
the past. The reinvention of these spaces as sites of and for new makers suggests a need 
to re-evaluate the significance of industrial heritage by engaging with the perspectives 
of those actively reinterpreting it. Focusing on the rejuvenation of an abandoned paper 
mill, this paper explores the recreation of Geelong’s industrial heritage to understand the 
cultural role of these spaces and how they act as creative incubators, while considering 










of	 post-industrial	maker	 culture.	 In	 order	 to	 explore	 the	 creative	 potential	 of	 this	 industrial	
heritage	and	 the	appeal	of	grime	as	part	of	 its	historic	 significance,	 this	paper	 looks	at	 the	



























Geelong	was	 eclipsed	 for	much	of	 the	 nineteenth	 century	 by	Melbourne’s	 rise	 as	 a	 global	
administrative	 centre,	 and	 the	 regional	 centres	 of	 Ballarat	 and	 Bendigo	 that	were	 founded	



























The	main	buildings,	several	of	 them	two	storeys,	were	all	built	 in	coursed	bluestone,	 locally	
quarried,	with	brick	 internal	 partitions	 and	 iron	 roofs.	 The	walls	were	generally	 from	12	 to	
18	 inches	 (30	to	46	cm)	 thick	and	the	general	appearance	of	 the	mill,	atop	the	precipitous	
northern	bank	of	the	river,	was	that	of	a	fortress.	(Milner	1985a:	pp.	19-20).










Argus (15	 March	 1922) was	 essentially	 signalling	 a	 narrative	 that	 would	 become	 familiar	
during	Geelong’s	deindustrialisation	of	later	years.	Yet,	somewhat	paradoxically,	the	mill’s	short	






focus	 is	 on	 careful	 preservation	 and	 traditional	 construction	 methods	 where	 fine-grained	
details	are	combined	with	a	vision	that	embraces	the	site’s	stories	and	history	of	accumulated	
industrial	detritus.	Although	archival	images	of	the	factory	in	use	remain,	like	many	industrial	
complexes,	 the	machinery	 that	gave	 the	Fyansford	Paper	Mills	 its	 technological	 significance	
has	now	been	 lost.	Nonetheless,	 the	 conservation	process	of	 the	mills	 is	more	 than	 simply	
attending	 to	 physical	 detail:	 In	 order	 to	 build	 a	 community	 around	 the	 building,	 Robins	 is	
carefully	building	a	 family	of	makers.	New	establishments	at	 the	mills	 include	art	 studios,	a	










in	 the	 city’s	 culture.	 Geelong	 lays	 claim	 to	 a	 significant	 part	 of	 the	 invention	 of	 Australian	
Rules	 Football,	with	 the	 game’s	 first	 great	 innovator,	 Tom	Wills,	 spending	much	 of	 his	 life	
in	Geelong	 (De	Moore	2008).	 In	1854,	 refrigeration	pioneer	 James	Harrison	designed,	built	
and	patented	Australia’s	 first	 ice	production	plant	 in	Geelong	 (Bruce-Wallace	1966).	At	 the	


























something	 different	 occurring?	 Seen	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 emerging	 theory	 of	 ‘experimental	
preservation’,	which	draws	on	critical	heritage	to	inform	practice,	might	this	industrial	heritage	
be	providing	a	creative	wellspring	to	recast	Geelong’s	identity	as	a	post-industrial	maker	city?




1970s	and	 the	more	 recent	adoption	of	 legal	 instruments	and	best	practice	guides	 such	as	
The Nizhny Tagil Charter for the Industrial Heritage (The Nizhny Tagil Charter) in	2003	and	
The Dublin Principles for the Conservation of Industrial Heritage Sites, Structures, Areas and 
Landscapes (The Dublin Principles) in	2011.	These	documents	serve	to	define	and	set	out	the	
principles	for	the	conservation	of	industrial	heritage,	while	TICCIH	acts	as	an	expert	advisor	to	
ICOMOS.	The	Nizhny Tagil Charter	states	that:








The	Fyansford	Paper	Mills	 is	not	 the	first	example	of	adaptive	 reuse	of	 industrial	heritage	 in	
Geelong.	 Deakin	 University’s	Waterfront	 Campus,	 completed	 in	 1997	 is	 housed	within	 the	
refurbished	Dalgety	and	Company	Limited	Woolstores,	an	industrial	building	made	for	storing,	
handling	 and	 marketing	 wool	 (Architecture Australia 1997).	 More	 recently,	 in	 2013,	 the	
eastern	 arm	 of	 Little	 Creatures	 Brewery	was	 established	 in	 the	 former	 Valley	Worsted	Mill	

















HISTORIC ENVIRONMENT | VOLUME 29 NUMBER 2 - 2017 63
Industrial	 heritage	 sites	 present	 distinct	 challenges	 for	 conservation	 as	 the	 built	 fabric	 and	
machinery	 designed	 for	 specific	 processes	 has	 become	 obsolete.	 Key	 to	 the	 concept	 of	
obsolescence	 inherent	 in	 industrial	 heritage	 is	 the	 notion	 that	 such	 an	 engineered	 and	
architecturally	designed	complex	was	purpose	made,	used	for	a	period	of	time,	technologically	
superseded	and	 rendered	detritus.	 These	 signs	of	detritus	 and	disuse	 such	as	 flaking	paint,	
grease	and	dirt	present	potential	 for	new	meanings.	 Industrial	heritage	 is	 challenged	by	an	
implicit	disjunction	between	past	and	present	uses	of	 the	built	 fabric	and	machinery,	which	
is	best	managed	by	developing	connections	 to	 the	past	by	 layering	new	uses	and	meaning	
on	already	valued	places	(Lardner	2015).	Industrial	heritage	sites	are	vulnerable	to	reuse	that	
discards	the	heavier,	rustier,	industrial	equipment	in	favour	of	easier	to	manage	paint	chipped	












the	material	 outcome.	 This	 significantly	 increases	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 social	 connections	
that	can	be	created	when	people	come	together	to	re-imagine	a	disused	site.	At	the	Fyansford	
Paper	Mills	 the	confluence	of	 small-scale	artisan	production	and	cultural	 industries	presents	





by,	 re-engaging	with	Geelong’s	 reputation	as	a	motor	 city	and	 forming	new	 links	between	
the	Fyansford	Paper	Mills	and	other	industrial	sites	(Figures	2	and	3).	This	multi-faceted	cross-




and ‘creative conservation’ 









theorisation	 of	 heritage	 practice	 has	
emerged	 from	 interrogating	 preserv-
ation	 techniques,	 in	 order	 to	 offer	
new	 alternative	 modes	 of	 practice	
and	 extend	 those	 already	 accepted.	
Experimental	 preservation	 explores	
how	the	value	of	heritage	places	can	
be	 altered	 through	 operations	 such	 as	 copying,	 digitising,	 rematerialising	 and	multiplying,	
which	 challenge	 accepted	 notions	 of	 authenticity	 and	 integrity.	 In	 doing	 so,	 experimental	
preservation	 opens	 up	 a	 space	 in	which	 significance	 can	 be	 considered	 to	 be	 networked;	
existing	within	 the	 field	of	 social	 relations,	 practices	 and	 representations	 fluidly	 connected	
to	 the	material	 fabric	of	 the	place	 in	question	 (Otero-Pailos,	 Langdalen	&	Arrhenius	2017;	
Garduño	 Freeman	 2018).	 Such	 an	 approach	 values	 the	 craft	 of	 conservation,	 the	 practice	
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Robins	 approaches	 the	 task	 of	
restoration	 with	 an	 ethos	 of	 care,	
authenticity	 and	 a	 constant	 focus	
across	 scales,	 from	 fine-grain	 detail	
to	 the	 whole	 place.	 This	 is	 evident	
in	 the	 hardwood	 windows	 that	 he	
has	 handcrafted	 to	 replace	 those	
that	 have	 rotted	 away	 after	 being	
boarded	 up	 with	 corrugated	 iron	
sheets	that	allowed	water	to	pool	at	
the	 sills,	 causing	 irreparable	damage	
(Figure	 4).	 The	 windows	 have	 been	
remade	 using	 traditional	 joinery	
techniques	 in	 accordance	 with	 the	
original	 window	 specifications,	
including	 the	glass.	Robins’	 sensitive	
approach	 is	 similarly	apparent	 in	 the	
remaking	 of	 timber	 support	 capitals	
for	the	columns	of	one	of	the	main	buildings	(Figure	5).	
Matching	 the	 original	 capitals	 precisely,	 including	 the	






part	 of	 the	 mills’	 value.	 Gauntlett	 (2011)	 argues	 that	
the	 process	 of	 making	 brings	 opportunities	 for	 social	
and	 personal	 connection.	 The	 practice	 of	 making	 at	
the	Fyansford	Paper	Mills,	be	it	conserving	the	building	
or	 establishing	 and	 conducting	 new	 uses	 in	 the	mills,	
enables	a	strong	sense	of	attachment	with	the	site	that	
extends	 the	 value	 of	 the	 material	 from	 the	 intrinsic,	
to	 a	 deeper,	 layered	 intangible	 social	 value	 created	
through	 an	 ever-growing	 network	 of	 interactions	
between	people	and	place.	At	a	broader	level,	the	social	
practice	of	 communities	and	visitors	 that	participate	 in	
other	 activities	 at	 the	mills	 enabled	 through	 the	 site’s	





ation,	 Spanish	 architect,	 Jorge	 Otero-Pailos.	 Whilst	
immersed	 in	 the	 material	 practices	 of	 restoration,	
conservation	and	preservation	of	buildings,	and	partic-
ularly	in	the	act	of	cleaning	buildings	from	dust,	dirt	and	
grime,	Otero-Pailos	 seeks	 to	position	 these	activities	as	
creative	 and	 critical	 architectural	 interventions	 (Otero-
Pailos	 2006).	 For	 example,	 in	 his	 work	 at	 the	 Doge’s	
Palace	in	Venice	in	2009,	the	cleaning	process	becomes	
a	 process	 for	 making	 art.	 The	 high-tech	 latex	 used	 in	
the	process	of	removing	the	existing	layers	of	dust	and	









































In	 a	 period	 of	 significant	 economic	 and	 social	 upheaval	 for	Geelong,	 such	 acts	 of	 creative	
conservation	act	as	a	vehicle	 for	urban	regeneration	by	 investing	discarded	elements	of	 the	
urban	environment	with	 renewed	physical	and	 social	purpose.	While	 local	authorities	 focus	
their	efforts	on	slow,	policy-driven	revitalisation	initiatives	for	the	city	centre,	a	more	organic,	











by	 volunteering	 for	 spring	 cleaning	 or	 gardening	 is	 encouraged.	 This	 informal	 participation	
allows	people	to	learn	about	the	history,	characteristics	and	qualities	hidden	within	their	urban	
environment,	 and	 in	 turn	 encourages	 a	 sense	 of	 collective	 responsibility	 for	 this	 important	
heritage	asset	rather	than	the	helplessness	of	lamenting	its	demise.	
In	 the	act	of	 re-making	the	buildings,	Robins	 is	also	creating	space	for	other	makers	 to	not	
only	inhabit,	but	to	invest	with	new	meaning.	The	gritty,	authentic	character	of	the	buildings	
is	attracting	a	range	of	artisan	tenants	that	together	are	forming	a	unique	and	vibrant	maker’s	
village.	 Marcus	 Johnson,	 owner	 of	 Ubu	 Gallery,	 is	 one	 of	 the	 tenants	 contributing	 to	 the	
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precinct’s	 renaissance.	 Like	 Robins,	 Johnson	 invested	 in	 the	 Fyansford	 Paper	 Mills	 without	
a	 specific	plan,	but	 rather	because	he	 felt	a	connection	with	 the	building.	Ubu	Gallery	was	
the	 post-rationalisation	 of	 his	 commitment	 to	 the	 place,	 and	 now	 fuses	 exhibition	 with	
making,	inviting	multi-disciplinary	and	experimental	art	to	take	place	inside	the	gallery	while	
encouraging	 visitors	 to	 ‘explore,	 participate,	 ask	 questions	 and	 learn’	 (UBU	 Gallery	 2015).	
The	gallery’s	tenancy	is	far	more	than	a	typical	commercial	arrangement	based	on	real	estate	















of	 Geelong’s	 industrial	 past,	 allowing	 social	 value	 in	 the	 present	 to	 create	 new	 notions	 of	
authenticity.	While	the	patina	of	the	past	beckons	new	makers	to	inhabit	the	space,	the	new	

















focus	 turns	 not	 just	 to	 individual	 fittings	 and	 materials,	 but	 the	 potential	 for	 engagement	
proffered	 by	 detritus,	 rust	 and	 dust	 that	 defines	 the	 identity	 of	 spaces	 and	 their	 city.	 These	
processes	do	not	involve	stripping	the	interior	and	memories	of	the	space’s	function,	but	rather	





The	 theoretical	 approach	 of	 experimental	 preservation,	 the	 work	 of	 Otero-Pailos	 and	 the	
practice	of	Robins	and	Johnson	at	the	Fyansford	Paper	Mills	show	the	potential	of	industrial	
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